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Abstract 
The topic, variations of gender composition is one of the 
most widely spoken topics in the world. Variation in the 
gender composition in tertiary education has an immense 
importance since it lays the path to variation of gender 
composition in professions. Eventhough female 
population in tertiary education is increasing gradually, it 
is not clear whether females are equally represented in 
tertiary education. Over the last years, universities have 
introduced new teaching areas while updating the 
existing programs to meet the current requirements.  It is 
important to explore the gender patterns by disciplines in 
different categories to identify gender gaps in the 
university system. 
This paper examines the trends of gender composition in 
tertiary education in Sri Lankan universities based on the 
data collected from University Grants Commission 
(UGC) of Sri Lanka. We analyze the variation in gender 
composition of academic staff,  university admission in 
different diciplines, student enrolments, graduate output 
and external degree programs in  both natural science 
and social science streams, the two main streams in the  
university system. Our study reveals  that in all the other 
disciplines except the mathematics based fields, namely, 
engineering and information technology, the female 
percentage is high or equal to the male counterpart. Both 
in engineering and information technology, the industry-
driven challenging fields, that belong to natural science 
stream, the female percentage is comparatively very low. 
This under representation can be seen in the university 
admissions in the physical science stream and recently 
introduced information technology stream as well. 
Key words: Tertiary education, Gender 
composition, Sri Lanka 
Introduction 
After the independence in 1948, Sri Lankan 
government is giving higher priority to improve the 
national education system at all levels including 
tertiary education.  The total population of the 
country is 21.2 million in 2016 while the female 
population is 10.938 million (51.59%), slightly 
higher than male population according to the 
Department of Census and Statistics data in 2017.  
Education in the country is mainly government 
funded.  As a result, the literacy level of the 
country is considered as one of the highest literacy 
rates in South Asia. According to the Sri Lanka 
Labor Force Survey conducted by the Department 
of Census and Statistics in 2016, the male literacy 
rate 94.1% was slightly higher when compared 
with that of the female literacy rate of 92.2%.  In 
particular, in the age group of 15-19, the overall 
literacy rate was 99.0% and the male and female 
literacy rates were 98.8% and 99.3% respectively.  
For the age group 20-24 the overall literacy rate 
was 98.3% and the male literacy rate was 98.0% 
while the female literacy rate was 98.5% which 
shows an equal literacy among both genders in the 
younger population of the country. 
Sri Lankan government takes various initiatives to 
increase the women representation in all aspects of 
the country development giving more emphasis on 
the higher education. Eventhough female 
population in tertiary education has significalntly  
increased over the recent decades, males have 
outnumbered females in some diciplines in tertiary 
education. This study is mainly focused to study 
the gender gap in tertiary education in different 
categories, specifically,  academic staff, university 
admissions, student enrolments, graduate output 
and external degree program for both natural 
science and social science streams.  
All state universities, campuses and higher 
educational institutes regulated under the 
University Grants Commission (UGC) except Open 
University were considered for this study.  Data 
were analyzed for academic Staff of universities 
from 2006-2016, university admissions from 1997-
2015, student enrolment from 2000-2016, graduate 
output from 2013-2016 and external degree 
programs from 2009-2016. The study focused on 
the four main streams in the advanced level streams 
of physical science, biological science, arts and 
commerce. However, the analysis was extended to 
the newly introduced technology stream consisting 
of engineering technology and bio-system 
technology.  
Academic staff by discipline 
Female composition in academic staff is a key 
factor to consider when studying gender variation 
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in the tertiary education. We consider the 
composition of females in academic staff by the 
disciplines of natural sciences and social sciences. 
Female composition in academic staff by the 
disciplines of Natural Sciences 
Gender patterns of academic staff of the 
universities in agriculture, science, engineering and 
medicine of natural sciences discipline from 2006 
to 2016 were analyzed. 
 Figure 1 shows that in 2016, percentage of female 
academics in engineering (26%) is comparatively 
low when compared with that of Agriculture 
(48%), Science (44%) and Medicine (53%).  
Increase in the percentage of female academics in 
2006-2016 ranged from 7% to 13% with highest 
percentage of increase in Agriculture and least 
increase in Science. Table 1 gives the mean 
percentage in four disciplines. 
 
 
Figure 1: Female percentage of academic staff in Natural Science by discipline 
 
Discipline Agriculture Science Engineering Medicine 
Female Percentage* 42 43 25 51 
*mean over the years 
Table 1: Female percentage of academic staff in Natural Science  
The percentages of female academics for each 
discipline in the Humanities and Social Sciences 
and Management Studies and Commerce from 
2006 to 2016 are shown in Figure 2. We can see a 
steady increase in two disciplines of Social 
Sciences over the years.  In 2016, 46% of 
academics in Humanities and Social Sciences and 
53% in Management Studies and Commerce are 
represented by females. Data of 2006 and 2016 
reveal that increase of female academics in the 
Management Studies and Commerce (36% to 53%) 
was larger than that of the Humanities and Social 
Sciences (36% to 46%). 
 
 
Figure 2: Female percentage of academic staff in Social Science by discipline 
ISSN: 2321-8819 (Online) 2348-7186 (Print) Impact Factor: 1.498 Vol. 6, Issue 8, August, 2018  
10 
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies, 6(8) August, 2018 
 
  
  
 
 
 
Table 2 gives the mean percentage of social science stream. 
Discipline Humanities and Social Sciences Management Studies and 
Commerce 
Female Percentage* 40 46 
*mean over the years 
Table 2: Female percentage of academic staff in Social Science 
Female composition in academic staff by the positions in Natural Sciences 
The Percentage of female academics according to academic positions in natural science in 2006-2016 is shown 
in figure 3. The percentage of female academics in levels of professor (36%) and senior lecturer (40%) are lower 
than lecturer (57%) in 2016. From 2006 to 2016 the increase in position lecturer (38% to 57%) was larger than 
the increase for positions of professor (27% to 36%) and senior lecturer (36% to 40%). 
 
Figure 3: Female percentage of academic staff in Natural Science by position 
Female composition in academic staff by the disciplines of Social Sciences 
 
Figure 4 shows the percentage of female academics according to academic positions in Social Science in 2006-
2016. Mean percentages of female academics (2006-2016) indicate that gender disparity becomes greater at 
higher levels: 49% of lecturers, 36% of senior lecturers and 16% of professors were women. In 2016, percentage 
of female academics in the level of lecturers was 51%, 40% in senior lecturers and 19% in professors. 
 
Figure 4: Female percentage of academic staff in Social Science by position 
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Female composition qualified to enter the University  
 
University admission is based on the student’s performance at the General Certificate of Education G.C.E. 
(Advanced Level) examination conducted by the Department of Examinations. Students are admitted to the 
university according to the rank order and Z-score value in the particular year. 
 Figure 5 shows the percentage of female candidates qualified to enter the university from 2000 to 2014.  In this, 
data up to 2015/2016 (represented by 2014 data) was considered. 
 
Figure 5: Female percentage qualified to enter the University 
Female composition in University admissions 
Male and female students have equal right to enter the universities.  The admissions have become extremely 
competitive due to limited placements in the government funded state universities. Figure 5 & 6 shows in 
university admissions, physical science stream has very low female percentage which is around 26% and there 
are no significant fluctuations throughout the years. Arts stream has the highest number of female admissions 
which is around 77%. It has been increased from 1997(70%) to 2015(82%) by approximately 12%. Other two 
streams; Commerce and Biological Science have also maintained high female percentages above 50%. Both 
those streams exhibit increase in female percentage throughout the given years.  
 
Figure 5: Female percentage of University admissions in Natural Science by stream 
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Figure 6: Female percentage of University admissions in Social Science by stream 
 
Woman composition in student enrolment 
 
Figure 7: Female percentage of student enrolment in Natural Science by discipline 
 
Figure 8: Female percentage of student enrolment in Social Science by discipline 
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*mean over the years 
Table 5: Female percentage of student enrolment by discipline 
Figure 7 and 8 shows that both information technology and engineering disciplines in student enrolment have 
less female percentages around 31% and 19% respectively. Humanities and social sciences have the highest 
female percentage (76%) for student enrolment. All the others streams; agriculture, management & commerce, 
medicine and science have comparatively high female percentage and all those streams exhibit increasing trend 
of female percentage throughout the given years. 
 
Female composition in university graduate output 
The study has used data for last four years due the less availability of data for other years. Results (Figure 9 & 
10) revealed that in here engineering has less female percentage and arts has high female percentage. Other 
streams have female percentages above 50%.   
 
 
Figure 9: Female percentage of graduate output in Natural Science by discipline 
 
Figure 10: Female percentage of graduate output in Social Science by discipline 
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Female composition in external degree programs 
 
We considered the External degree program in Arts, Commerce & Management and Information Technology 
for the study due to limited data availability. In External Degree programs, Information Technology is more 
popular among males while Arts and Commerce & Management are more popular among females (Figure 11). 
However, the female percentage in information technology is fairly high when compared with fulltime courses 
indicating that information technology external degree is more popular among female. 
 
 
Figure 11: Female percentage of graduate output in external degree by discipline 
Female representation in the global context 
There are numerous empirical studies and surveys 
on Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics (STEM) education and research 
conducted globally over the recent decades. 
According to UNESCO 2017 Cracking the code: 
Girls and women’s education in science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) 
report,  the female participation  in STEM  
disciplines  is around 35% while  the female 
percentage of information technology is around 
28% and in engineering that value is around 27%. 
The UNESCO Institute for Statistics  indicates that 
average  female researches in science  is less than  
30% in the world, the lowest is  19%  in  South and 
West Asia showing  that even in the global context, 
the female percentage is comparatively  low in 
STEM education and research. 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 This study is on the variation in gender 
compositions of the Sri Lankan university system. 
All state universities, institutes under the 
University Grants Commission except Open 
University were considered for the analysis. The 
study reveals that in the fields of Biological 
Science   and Social Science there is a significant 
improvement in female participation in all 
categories but there are some noteworthy female 
under-representations in certain fields, engineering 
and information technology in particular. 
Engineering has less female percentage in 
academic staff, student enrolment and graduate 
output. Both information technology and 
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engineering in student enrolment have less female 
percentages around 31% and 19% respectively. 
This under- representation can be seen in the 
university admissions in physical science and 
newly introduced information technology stream as 
well. Over all, it is evident that there is a gender 
gap in industry-driven science and technology 
demanding fields of engineering and information 
technology.  
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